Book Review: \u3ci\u3eThe Land Where the Sky Begins: North America’s
Endangered Tall Grass Prairie and Aspen Parkland\u3c/i\u3e Photography by Dennis Fast. Text by Barbara Huck by Koper, Nicola
University of Nebraska - Lincoln
DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln
Great Plains Research: A Journal of Natural and
Social Sciences Great Plains Studies, Center for
Fall 2009
Book Review: The Land Where the Sky Begins: North
America’s Endangered Tall Grass Prairie and Aspen
Parkland Photography by Dennis Fast. Text by
Barbara Huck
Nicola Koper
University of Manitoba
Follow this and additional works at: http://digitalcommons.unl.edu/greatplainsresearch
This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Great Plains Studies, Center for at DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln. It
has been accepted for inclusion in Great Plains Research: A Journal of Natural and Social Sciences by an authorized administrator of
DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln.
Koper, Nicola, "Book Review: The Land Where the Sky Begins: North America’s Endangered Tall Grass Prairie and Aspen Parkland
Photography by Dennis Fast. Text by Barbara Huck" (2009). Great Plains Research: A Journal of Natural and Social Sciences. 1035.
http://digitalcommons.unl.edu/greatplainsresearch/1035
Great Plains Research Vol. 19 No. 2, 2009254
© 2009 Center for Great Plains Studies, University of Nebraska–Lincoln
 Detailed graphs, maps, diagrams, and photos help the 
reader understand the material being reviewed, though 
minor flaws do appear. For example, the arcane term 
steppe is never defined or contrasted and compared with 
the more widely used term prairie. Indeed, it is a bit ironic 
that the dramatic color cover photo has its foreground 
dominated by Plains soapweed (Yucca glauca), but its 
importance is never discussed or is the species mentioned 
anywhere in the book. The last chapter, “The Future of the 
Shortgrass Steppe,” chops through to the book’s conclu-
sion most likely because of the number of its perspectives 
(land-use change, invasive species, conservation strate-
gies, global change, and disease) and authors (seven), 
but also because it lacks detailed research upon which to 
draw.
 The next ecological book written on the shortgrass 
steppe will need to focus on important human-landscape 
interactions as the urban conflagrations of Cheyenne, Fort 
Collins, Greeley, Denver, Colorado Springs, and Pueblo 
continue their spread eastward. In the meantime, this 
book is a “must-have” operating guide for understanding 
this ecosystem and should be required reading for any 
social scientist trying to describe or explain the region’s 
history, depopulation, land use changes, and other human 
responses backdropped by the unique shortgrass steppe. 
Richard K. Sutton, Department of Agronomy and Hor-
ticulture and the Program in Landscape Architecture, 
University of Nebraska–Lincoln.
High Plains Horticulture: A History. By John F. Free-
man. Boulder: University Press of Colorado, 2008. xii + 
270 pp. Map, photographs, notes, bibliography, index. 
$34.95 cloth.
 High Plains Horticulture is an outstanding historical 
review of the amazing challenges and environmental 
constraints homesteaders, early settlers, and visionary 
plantsmen faced head on in their noble efforts to establish 
horticultural pursuits in the High Plains. Its historical 
documentation is noteworthy, its author’s treatment com-
mendable. Anyone reading this book will gain renewed 
respect for the sheer grit, patience, endurance, passion, 
and leadership sacrificially offered by early plantsmen, 
horticulturists, and community pioneers, including early 
horticultural society and governmental leaders. 
 The text describes early vegetable- and fruit-growing 
efforts and clearly paints the definitive, yet intangible, 
role horticulture plays, in all its facets, in making our 
environment more liveable and aesthetically satisfying. 
John F. Freeman skillfully intertwines this well-docu-
mented concept with our human dependence on a reliable 
source of water, though this overwhelming emphasis on 
drought and water needs results in a bit of repetitiveness. 
While his coverage of the horticultural contributions of 
Niels Hansen at the South Dakota Agricultural College 
in Brookings, South Dakota, is somewhat superficial 
compared with the more encompassing and complete pre-
sentation of research at the Cheyenne Horticultural Field 
Station in Wyoming, this may be in part because Brook-
ings is located to the east of the High Plains. For current 
accuracy, several scientific plant names could have been 
updated, but plant nomenclature is sound overall. 
 For its sweep and the quality of its information, High 
Plains Horticulture: A History is a valuable work that 
merits a broader readership than its title might imply. I, 
for one, was challenged by its content as it renewed my 
zeal and pride to be in the ranks of horticultural plants-
men who seek to improve and broaden the diversity of 
plants that are winter hardy and adapted to the climatic 
rigors of the Great Plains. Dale E. Herman, Department 
of Plant Sciences, North Dakota State University.
The Land Where the Sky Begins: North America’s 
Endangered Tall Grass Prairie and Aspen Parkland. 
Photography by Dennis Fast. Text by Barbara Huck. 
Winnipeg, MB: Heartland Associates Inc., 2007. 160 pp. 
Photographs, maps. C$29.95 cloth.
 The Land Where the Sky Begins is a small coffee-table 
book, elegantly illustrated with photographs and a few 
drawings of the critically endangered tallgrass prairie, 
and the more extensive neighboring aspen parkland. It 
covers, in surprising detail given its diminutive size, the 
evolution of grasslands and aspen parkland and describes, 
primarily by season, a number of typical plant and animal 
species that inhabit these systems.
 The photographs are absolutely exquisite and far more 
than simply a backdrop to the lyrical text. They are really 
responsible for developing the images of the complex 
habitats described. The photos are beautifully composed 
and displayed, providing a captivating image of prairies 
and parklands, yet are not so taken with their own aes-
thetic as to obscure an accurate reflection of the nature of 
these ecosystems.
 The text is generally accurate, comprehensive, and 
engagingly detailed. It is liltingly written and sprinkled 
with enough descriptions of individual species to develop 
the reader’s rapport with these habitats. Even prairie ecol-
ogists are likely to learn some new trivia about particular 
species, or perhaps pick up an enticing recipe or two. The 
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conservation message, succinctly embedded in the text, is 
clear without being overwhelming.
 Deviations from accuracy are generally only a minor 
annoyance (for example, the “common” flicker should be 
more appropriately called a northern flicker), or almost 
reach the point of exaggeration. For example, big bluestem 
is described as “stretch[ing] skyward until it is as tall as a 
man on horseback . . . . ” While historical records suggest 
that, strictly speaking, big bluestem could reach this height 
under ideal growing conditions, it is misleading to imply 
that it generally does so today; under normal growing con-
ditions in the northern portions of its range, for example, I 
would expect big bluestem to be quite a bit shorter than a 
rather small man on a rather small pony.
 Although the maps provided are useful and interesting, 
I found myself frustrated that there was no detailed map of 
the locations referred to in the text. For instance, it seems 
unreasonable for anyone but local Manitobans to know 
where Birds Hill and Grand Beach are; readers’ understand-
ing of the development of the prairies would be significantly 
improved with the addition of a detailed map.
 The only significant disappointment in the book is 
the chapter on the people of the prairies. Mislabled in the 
table of contents, the chapter is disorganized, Eurocentric, 
and hard to follow, in sharp contrast with the fluent and 
fluid chapters that focus on natural history. At the very 
least, a basic description of the historical Native American 
cultures that inhabited the tallgrass and aspen parkland 
systems would seem to be in order, but is lacking.
 Despite this disappointment, The Land Where the Sky 
Begins is an engaging tribute to two diverse and underap-
preciated ecological systems. It is likely to be lightly infor-
mative to even prairie ecologists, and of significant interest 
to the general public. I am currently debating which of my 
family members will get copies for gifts . . . probably the 
most telling recommendation of all. Nicola Koper, Natural 
Resources Institute, University of Manitoba.
Food and the Mid-Level Farm: Renewing an Agricul-
ture of the Middle. Edited by Thomas A. Lyson, G.W. 
Stevenson, and Rick Welsh. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 
2008. xvii + 296 pp. Figures, tables, maps, notes, refer-
ences, appendix, index. $62.00 cloth, $27.00 paper.
 The central question of Food and the Mid-Level Farm 
is both complex and fascinating: how can we renew an ag-
riculture of the middle? To a large degree, the answer lies 
with what we think an “agriculture of the middle” is.
 For decades, we have heard of a trend toward “bi-
modal agriculture” in which there are very many small 
farms, relatively few giant corporate operations, and not 
much in the middle. Most discussions of this “middle” 
go no farther than the scale of the operation, that is, the 
acreage, number of animals, and that sort of thing. The 
approach here moves us into richer territory: the “middle” 
is a marketing phenomenon. Some farms are too big to 
rely on direct marketing, but too small to be viable in a 
world of global contracts and input processing.
 The various chapters of the book seem to take differ-
ent views on what is the “middle” and, therefore, what 
policies should be pursued. There are recommendations 
in some chapters that appear strictly related to scale, and 
others favoring policies that presume most farmers in the 
middle either are, or ought to be, bigger siblings to farms 
that market products directly to consumers. It is here, I 
think, that the book could use some clarification. We are 
told more than once how many farms fit the scale criteria, 
but information on how many fit the market criteria is 
much harder to find.
 There are four sections to the book: motivation for 
concern about the agriculture of the middle; various ways 
agriculture might be organized to better serve that part 
of our farming system; strategies for bringing consumers 
and mid-level farms closer together; and policy direc-
tions. Apart from any concern the reader might have for 
an agriculture of the middle, many of the chapters provide 
strong background for the study of even broader issues 
facing today’s farming system.
 Are most midsized farms no more than the trailing 
edge of a massive shift to a global commodity system? 
Can they be saved with redirection toward markets that 
meet more specialized consumer preferences? And can 
anything be done for the midsized farm if, as one chapter 
says, “our purpose is not to challenge or change commod-
ity agriculture”?
 Questions such as these will be with us for years to 
come. Food and the Mid-Level Farm should be required 
reading for all who seek the answers and policies a sus-
tainable 21st-century agriculture will require. Richard 
A. Levins, Department of Applied Economics, Emeritus, 
University of Minnesota.
Remaking the North American Food System: Strate-
gies for Sustainability. Edited by C. Clare Hinrichs and 
Thomas A. Lyson. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 
2007. 370 pp. Figure, tables, maps, notes, references, 
index. $45.00 cloth, $29.95 paper.
 Today’s food system is in need of remaking, to be sure. 
There is a sense that we have lost our way, as food-related 
